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ABSTRACT
The profession of architecture now encounters a precarious economic landscape
because of the separation of economy and the value chain. Architecture has
historically succeeded on the backs of its craftspeople and the intangible
tangibility of its productions. Yet, in our current economic era, where everyone is
disconnected from value creation and imbibes value through the medium of
brand, architecture has responded with niche reforms and feeble assertions of
legitimacy. What follows is a reevaluation of its professional values in a valueless
climate. From the standpoint of the architect, coupling its systemic elements with
that of the real estate developer may strengthen professional legitimacy and
economic relevance. A case study illuminates the theoretical potentials and
limitations of the proposed model, generating a real world experiment to gauge
the efficacy of the model in practice.

iv

PREFACE
A cursory overview of some of the critical theories stemming from a diverse
range of academic disciplines will likely leave the inquirer with an abundance of
competing ideas for how to solve an endemic problem or asymmetry; as each
discipline approaches problem solving differently and practices with distinct
methodologies, usually specific to the inquiring intellectual domain. The
presumed asymmetries between these synthesized capsules of expert
knowledge are often left unchallenged within disciplines. The narrow treatment of
problems through the lens of particular disciplines obfuscates problems and
rarely situates solutions in the true context of an unpredictable and irrational
reality. Moreover, the myopic treatment of issues can generate an oversimplified
understanding of the problems and also fail to account for cross-discipline
complexities and externalities. That a discipline would choose to privilege its
viewpoint by way of accumulated scholarship goes without saying in today’s
intellectual climate; just as a journal article in an economics publication authored
by an architect would likely generate some degree of suspicion and even cries of
illegitimacy from those who are well-established in the university economics
department. But now more than ever, in an era of uncertainty and ripe with
alternatives, we need more of this sort of intellectual overstepping of boundaries
in an effort to grapple with the increasing complexity of the system of which we
are a part.
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The practicing architectural profession is a component of the larger architectural
discipline. It is presently embattled in a war of relevance within the economic
system in which it operates. When it attempts to challenge questions of
relevance and influence through new expositions on theory or built architectural
contributions, it does not answer the pressing questions about its continued
significance and relevance in the Architecture, Engineering, and Construction
(AEC) Industry. When its foremost practitioners do engage in opportunities for
innovation, they usually privilege a managerial sort of innovation that is bent on
optimization within existing constructs rather than entrepreneurial innovation that
may involve disrupting the contemporary practice’s status quo. Not only that, little
progress has been made toward better serving the public who inhabits and
experiences any new architectural contributions or renovations. Architecture
implicitly assumes a responsibility to the public and it has long been considered a
chief part of its raison d’etre. Because the architectural discipline views itself as a
service industry, though often an aspirational ideal, an expresses as a
fundamental tenet the desire to elevate the community and people whom it
serves, a waning relevance and effect on the built environment becomes a
burgeoning problem. Architects have been effectively crowded out from the
public domain over which they aspire to have a leadership role. Real Estate
Developers and General Contractors now saturate the industry and produce the
majority of buildings without the need or want of an architect. To understand how
to contend with these obstacles, it is important to understand why and how
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architecture in general has consigned itself to a low-risk, low-liability, and
relatively low-impact situation in its professional realm.

It is hoped that this thesis will further contribute to the ongoing discussion about
the future of architectural practice, its place in the economic, political,
professional, and cultural contexts, and its ability to coevolve with a rapidly
changing economy in a globalized, late capitalist system.
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SECTION 1
INTRODUCTION

Since licensure was established in the United States in 1857, the
architectural profession has sought to more productively position itself in the
design and construction industries. Unfortunately, this effort has been colored
largely by a gratuitous minimization of risk and naïve avoidance of liability in the
interest of specialization and consolidation. At one end of the spectrum,
architects relentlessly compete with the glossy photographs of “starchitecture” in
professional journals; at the other end, there is a barrage of television programs
on networks such as DIY and HGTV in which everyone is a designer, anyone
can be a contractor, and everyone can have her customized dream home. The
former sustains the myth of the heroic and isolated architect acting on behalf of a
distant people. The latter promotes the illusion of empowerment exclusive of
design professionals. The architectural profession has not responded to these
encroachments in meaningful ways. Gone are the quixotic notions of tabula rasa
society primed for the Promethean hero to enact his vision. If the overall mission
of the architect is to give back to the public whom s/he aspires to serve, a critical
look at current practice and practices by other disciplines is necessary. The real
estate development business is one such industry that might provide insight into
how architects could reinvent themselves as advocates for the public welfare.
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Architects are well positioned to act upon the notion of pro bono publico and it is
likely that, if the practice was coupled with a Real Estate Developer approach,
the profession could effectively reposition itself and more capably perform a
valuable service to the public.

Refocusing Architectural Practice
A way to explore this collision of formerly more allied professions is in the
form of experimentation with many of the variables involved in the application of
ideas. Prior to engaging these ends, a formal discourse will take place about
what is at issue and at stake for the architectural profession. Sub-issues and
further explorations of related ideas will be discussed or referenced as needed. A
good way to begin is by critically surveying ideological antecedents, accurately
situating the profession of architecture in both its practical and educational
domain, and expectantly illuminating principal tactics that may restore
professional relevancy and improve its influence in the provision of architectural
resources.
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SECTION 2
OPEN SOURCE ARCHITECTURE

The recently published, self-described manifesto, Open Source
Architecture (2015), by Carlo Ratti with Matthew Claudel, engages the future of
architectural practice and discusses its relevancy, transformation, and potential in
the present and future. It is itself a reflection of the sort of collaborative and opensource production that the authors and team of editors and contributors had
envisioned; in fact, a Wikipedia page initiated the idea for the book and online
community. Some of the concepts and arguments in Ratti and Claudel’s
manifesto are dealt with in forthcoming discourse. In order to frame properly any
subsequent discussion, it is important to make clear first the differences and
disagreements. Though the authors ostensibly delve a bit too far into their own
ideological territory to realize some of their broader points, their work is a modern
milestone in architectural discourse as it grapples with contemporary problems
and provides relevant alternatives in an applicable and replicable manner. Yet,
they are equally deserving of criticism as they are of praise. For one
disagreement, consider that Ratti and Claudel might not give enough attention to
the cultural-industrial position of architecture in the present day. Instead of
adequately accounting for the practical considerations of what it takes to
construct physical architecture, they choose a more sweeping approach that
3

makes the vast network of actors and contractual exchanges implicit variables
that will easily adapt to their futuristic, open-source version of the process.
Here we encounter a significant and detrimental blindspot of the
profession. The authors acknowledge that the architectural profession affects
only about two percent (Figure 2.1) of construction globally at the same time that
they place their faith the ability of architectural innovation to transform the
industry into one based on deliverable products (Ratti 2015, 21). One example
they provide of a collaborative Internet platform intended to embody their notion
is Cameron Sinclair’s seemingly canned Open Architecture Network. What effect
might this platform have had on the construction industry? The answer is
probably very little. What incentive do contractors, subcontractors, wage
laborers, construction managers, real estate developers, brokers, lenders, et alia
have in providing input to the process? These institutions and professionals
generate the majority of the process at present, not the architect. Open Source
Architecture focuses attention on the architectural product and/or resource
instead of the professional formerly in charge of inventing and overseeing the
provision of the architectural product, working alongside the public or private
recipient of that product: the client. To their credit, it is likely that the changing
paradigms of consumption have so alienated the professional architect from the
public that Ratti and Claudel foresee a deliverable as the only way to capture the
attentional resources of the public.
To further this point, they also introduce the example of the nascent
WikiHouse platform (Ratti 2015, 92). The business model is fairly simple: users
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upload free, open-source content in the form of housing designs that are
translated into easily-assembled components fabricated by a CNC Mill. The
advantages are rooted in the low-cost, rapidly constructed approach to the
production of housing. As co-founded Alastair Parvin contends, the mission of
WikiHouse is to engender a “sort of coding language for physical space” (Ratti
2015, 92). Envisioning a future economic and work frontier capable of sustaining
widespread implementation is an important task for all professions in the early
days of a society destined to be altered by automation and an overhauled
relationship between a person and work. Right now, the barriers to entry are too
great for architects themselves to have agency in the building process, much less
race the baton of innovation forward in the relay toward an artificially intelligent
future.

Relevance
There exist pertinent and growing cultural concerns about architecture in
contemporary society; a few of which included in this array are the social benefit
of architecture, sustainability, attainable housing, and quality design. Ratti and
Claudel are concerned with whether architects are preparing adequately for
change and technological disruption. For example, “Architects do nothing to
address these very real, immediate concerns, despite those concerns being
situated squarely in the purview of the architect,” posits Ratti while discussing
Anne Choi’s incisive critique of architecture and its relevance. He goes on to say,
“Academically and professionally, architects are disconnected” (Ratti 2015, 100).
From what are architects disconnected? According to Choi, and by extension
5

Ratti, they are disassociated from the reality of building and have been complicit
in producing the detrimental designs and edifices that negatively pervade public
life. These points are a bit too generalized and fail to account for existent
irrelevance and exile of architects in the production of buildings. Because they
restrict the criticism too much to the confines of architecture’s domain, their
arguments fall short of addressing the fundamental inability of architects to
exercise a great deal of authority over what is actually built; how, and where. An
appropriate consideration of the alleged ills that architects have wrought upon the
built environment does not forget about or diminish the importance of the
contractor and real estate developer. Architects do not exercise a lot of control
over the construction industry that produces the majority of buildings. Ratti
opposes his caricature of architectural profession but fails to consider the myriad
disciplines working together who build the architectural product from start to
finish. The profession has been complicit in carving a smaller and smaller niche
for itself to the detriment of its relevance. Instead of broadening the application of
its creative merits, it retreats into a position of low risk, low reward.
The issue can be framed as one of attainment, whether direct or indirect.
Everyday laypeople who desire to construct, buy, or rent a home likely find a
contractor or real estate agent to be the most direct form of attaining that goal. If
funds are more prevalent, an architect may be sought to define the client’s vision.
Regardless, this is an indirect and often an unachievable goal for the general
public. It is notable that millennials are choosing not to build new and instead
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many are renting, changing the point in time at which someone might
commission the expertise of an architect.

Domain Dependence
Characterizing the architect as conductor of the orchestral process of
development is not a productive way to frame an argument about how architects
might better position themselves in the industry; especially when that viewpoint is
romanticized and therefore flawed from the beginning. Critics need to account for
the mediator role of the architect in today’s system. Blindness to the issue is
perhaps understandable, however, because many of these critics are speaking
from an inside-out perspective. This is a demonstration of domain dependence,
or an overreliance on the unique perspective held within a particular discipline or
domain (Figure 2.2). In this case, architectural critics are often architects
themselves and if not, at least associated with architects and architecture on a
regular basis in socio-communal and/or socio-physical settings. As a result, they
might revere, though an uncommon phenomenon in today’s climate, the
Promethean hero conception of the architect as super-artist and chief conductor
of constructing the product (Figure 2.3). On the other hand, they may actively
seek to discredit it as Ratti and Claudel argue.
Why then, do they advocate a revolution in architectural practice without
properly situating the present role of the architect? The answer is most directly
packaged as domain dependence. What architecture needs is a greater
propensity for overstepping intellectual boundaries and catalyzing new
information from the mutual information gleaned across various disciplines.
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Architects are not the gatekeepers of the domain that executes their products.
Perhaps this was true in the past, but it is not and may never again be the case
in the future.

Real Estate Developer
The most pervasive and powerful industry-counterpart possessed by the
architect is the real estate developer: the chief conductor or what is built, who
builds it, and where it is built. If architectural discourse is to be productive at all, it
must encroach on the business, finance, and investment world that sustains its
practice. If critical theory desires to revolutionize architectural practice, it must
first sift through the complicated sociopolitical economic network weaved by socalled “land subdividers”—the formal name given to the individuals partaking in
the practice of real estate development by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. In
a Foucauldian manner, it must accurately arrange and analyze the collective
equipments of power in their systematically unconcealed hierarchical
organization. If this complex network can be adequately unveiled and
apprehended, then architects may actually commence positioning themselves
better in the industry in which they operate. In time, it may prove a myopic
endeavor, but the goal is to add knowledge by way of determining something that
can be subtracted as a potential alternative. In any case, the aim is to assess
critically an alternative way of practicing architecture in view of its current role
and yet abundant ability to overstep its boundaries, reform its vision, reclaim lost
territory, and practice pro bono publico.
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SECTION 3
PRO BONO PUBLICO

“Pro Bono Publico” is a productive vehicle for exploring the pursuit of the
public good from the standpoint of architecture. It is formally considered as an
emphasis on the public welfare over financial gain embodied by an act for the
public good. As a directive, it compels the architect to act for the benefit of the
public welfare through the production of socially conscious architecture as an
ancillary motivation. Contrary to popular ideas, the term has not always implied
the lack of financial recompense. It is only in its modern connotation that it has
taken on this new meaning. It offers an important deviation from the current
model of architectural practice because it is a way to distinguish a certain
impetus for practicing architecture. What is meant by public? As Dana Cuff
describes in her essay, “Collective Form: The Status of Public Architecture”
(2012), there are three criteria that typically demonstrate a “thing as public: use,
access, and identity” (Cuff 2012, 56). The first two aspects embody the
sociopolitical dimension of the public sphere while identity appeals to the notion
of agency and has the most direct application to architecture.
As a means of providing people with agency by way of architectural
resources, pro bono publico becomes a foundation for expressing the confluence
of professional and public interests. An amalgam of interests can therefore
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emerge as aligned and working synergistically to empower first the people and
subsequently the architect to be a medium for contesting exterior interests that
disempower and disenfranchise people from the space they inhabit. Not only an
antagonist, the architect is the protagonist for promoting cultural growth since
architecture is a mode of cultural expression. If “buildings are the loci where we
project the ideological narratives that constitute our society,” as David Bertolini
maintains, then those narratives need to be representative of society, not colored
entirely by the economic regime in which they are produced (Bertolini 2013, 66).
Pro bono publico affords the architect the ability to distinguish between actual
societal narratives and competing consumerist narratives tormenting the
construction of edifices, like “conspicuous consumption (buying commodities to
project a way of life)” (Bertolini 2013, 66). The adoption of this responsibility as
primary motivator for action is essential to the future of architectural practice,
especially during a time when the modus operandi of architects has morphed into
designing “buildings with as much visibility and cultural importance as possible,
rather than [addressing questions] at the root of human habitation” (Ratti 2015,
21). Ultimately, this is a consequence of the commoditization of the profession
and is explained more lucidly in subsequent sections.
For what other reasons is the notion of pro bono publico important to
architecture? The etymological origins of the concept suggest its relevance, in
part due to its emergence as a socially invented construct capable of
distinguishing itself from other sorts of public engagement like humanitarian
interventionism and the cruel enthusiasm (Dr. Etienne Turpin) of aspirant do-
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gooders bent on augmenting the agency of the general public and
disenfranchised peoples. Another adversary of the pro bono publico ideal is the
strategy of value-free development, or the leveraging of the communal and
economic returns—the use value over the exchange value—of a given project in
order to realize greater community support. It is a disingenuous method intended
to garner favorability in the eyes of the public and local government who
ultimately decides the fate of the project. Not only that, it is a strategy that plays
upon the cognitive biases of the public and other private actors involved in the
deployment of a project. Developers and architects alike employ value-free
development as a way to camouflage the cost and inflate the benefit of their built
contribution. Some may even do so without perceiving the detrimental effects
that it has on the ways in which the designer and/or developer conceives of his
sociocultural role in the first place. Value-free development as such often
amounts to a feeble disguise of an underlying profit motivation. To be fair, profit
is a necessary result of an endeavor if the producer wishes to continue actuating
her expressed mission, whatever that may be. But it should not be the principal
forethought of a contribution to the built environment and by extension the public
whole.

Architectural Theory Contributions
Architecture embodies abstract social functions and its contributions are
situated “at the center of an intricate web of culture, tradition, and human
interaction specific to its own time” (Ratti 2015, 29). As such, it is inherently
social and ultimately a physical manifestation of the cultural era in which it is
11

articulated. It is a clear expression of the collective knowledge and relative power
distribution of its time period. Michel Foucault furthers this notion and states “in
his theory of the ‘spatialization’ of knowledge and power, architecture is not a
signifier for power but the techne—a set of techniques for practicing ‘social
organization’” (Brott 2012, 53). During Foucault’s expedition with CERFI (The
Study Center for Institutional Research and Formation), he, along with Gilles
Deleuze, Francois Fourquet, and Felix Guattari, was challenging the
objectification of architecture and seeking to reinstate a degree of subjectivity into
its enterprise. By privileging subjectivity and architecture’s ability to emphasize
and generate agency or the public, they reframed the profession’s role to include
principally the provision of pro bono publico; thus establishing architecture as a
collective equipment of power capable of contesting the hegemony of other
collective equipments of power like real estate, policy, and the overall economic
framework in which it functions. And what determine an equipment of power?
According to Simone Brott, the determinative feature is the “production of
subjectivity obtained…or in other words, the production of subjects under the
reign of equipments” (Brott 2012, 50). In other words, it is the production of
conformity to a particular institution or system; democracy as the ultimate
paragon of the United States’ governmental system, for example, in conjunction
with the nationwide mass conformity to this system. The ubiquitous attribute of
architecture as equipment is its ability to deterritorialize the established network
of collective equipments that have disempowered the public in its own realm. As
a result, it can restore agency to the public and engender a greater degree of
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meaningful subjectivity and interaction in the environment in which it resides.
How can such a monumental feat be organized and administered? The
profession of architecture must effectively reinvent itself and represent its
fundamental role and propensity for generating content that is unequivocally pro
bono publico. Modes of consumption have changed and are still changing among
the clients, owners, critics, and other architects that an architect may encounter
during professional practice. Pro bono publico is an arbiter for disrupting the
established modes of privatized consumption and offers an alternative way of
restoring agency in the public realm.

The Facilitator Model
Bernard Rudofsky, in his Architecture Without Architects (1964),
“concludes that the slow trial-and-error process of adaptation offers rich potential
to achieve locally and culturally optimized architecture and that this process predates humanity itself” (Ratti 2015, 27). What is suggested is a sort of incremental
process of transforming the mode of architectural production by channeling the
vernacular inclination of humans to make spaces for inhabitation, gathering,
protection, and so on. He intimates, not without precedent, that the beaver’s
instinct to build dams is analogous to the primordial attribute of humankind to
create space for themselves and others. Rudofsky describes the incremental
tinkering approach to the design of space, place, and built form by making an
appeal to the evolutionary development approach of organisms, relating it to
architecture as an essential human act. He further asserts that the act of building
is a manner of cultural expression, which can be extended easily to a
13

contemporary frame of reference. The culture expressed by the global act of
building at present is one that does not necessitate the presence of an architect.
Moreover, it exemplifies the profit-driven ethos and logos of the construction
industry and the burgeoning privatized-consumption temperament of the modern
client. Contemporary cultural expression through the act of building is now—if it
has not always been the case—an autonomous process, capable of churning
forward without the architect. Therefore, if the architect is to integrate herself
successfully into the process, interact with society in the public sphere, and
influence the built environment, she must reassess her station in the system in
which she operates.

The Facilitator Model
The Facilitator Model relies on a multiplicity of actors, working together to
generate the built product. The architect, among these actors, is uniquely
outfitted and educated to investigate the given aims of society and calculate
whether observed trends are working for or against the public who watches the
operation unfold. This is in part the great benefit of recognizing the relationship
between architect and building: it affords a greater comprehension of the slow
and gradual development of the built environment that is against the idealistic
and myopic reliance on master-planned, top-down development schemas. The
enactors of the incremental process labor in the midst of a collective vision and
without the conceits typically associated with the romantic notion of architect as
master builder (see: Frank Lloyd Wright).
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Alejandro Aravena, recent Pritzker Prize winning architect and principal of
the firm, Elemental, is a contemporary ideological figurehead who is levying the
control over what is built by empowering the users to generate the socio-spatial
content over which the architect has little control, especially in the realm of
housing. Positioning himself between the entirely “hands on” and “hands off”
approaches, he is deliberately spawning skeletal concepts to be reified by the
end-user, the publicly disempowered tenant. Aravena is clearly against the
Promethean-proponent and Oedipal-opponent (and vice versa) posturing of the
architect and instead seeks to facilitate a multitier, participatory process that is an
ongoing experimentation and adaptation of the relationship between architect
and user (Figure 3.1). He is consequently attempting to annihilate the
architecture-as-commodity, architect as corporate mass-producer model of
practice so characteristic of our modern era.
But Aravena is not the first to employ this mode of evolutionary and
metabolic thinking. The architect N. John Habraken, for example, created a “’plug
and play’ system, where the architect delivers hardware (structure) and sits back
to watch as users inject the details of their immediate habitation environment”
(Ratti 2015, 34-35). Aravena is an executive of this innovative model and not
without precedent but he is certainly distinct from other contemporaries and
predecessors like Jonathan Segal, Duvall Decker, and John Portman to name a
few. The modus operandi of architects who fall into this category is thus to glean
whatever mutual information may exist between the public infrastructure provided
and the behavioral and economic patterns of the public who inhabits the
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infrastructure. Through the accumulation of post-occupancy information, the
architect might better position himself as quasi-anthropologist to serve the public
in which he practices. Archi-tactical parameters are reproduced with respect to
antecedents such as the 1960s Metabolist movement, a short-lived but influential
effort to parallel architecture with society in view of a perceived analogy between
their similarly concurring biotechnological advancements.
Another likely ideological analogue is Christopher Alexander, author of A
Pattern Language (1977), whose arguments ensconced the realm of cooperative
design to natural and vernacular foundations. But Alexander would not agree
with the underlying assumptions of the Facilitator Model, as evidenced by his
qualms with the notion of participatory design after conducting the Oregon
Experiment. To understand why this genre of architectural innovation is
incapable of realizing the far-reaching effects promised by its antecedents and
contemporaries, another innovative model needs to be explored—specifically,
that of John Portman’s architectural practice and his most related contemporary
ideological analogue, Jonathan Segal.

Participatory Design
Participatory design is the golden ticket for the proponent of the Facilitator
Model’s path toward architecture pro bono publico. But idealized public
participation with and through design is extremely rare and often at odds with the
structural components of real estate development in the United States and
globally. With whom better to participate or emulate than the real estate
developer, the largest financial contributor globally to what is built and where it is
16

built? The architect’s voice alone, operating within the confines of his
professional domain, pales in comparison to the societal status and influence of
the developer. To place all hopes on the architect’s ability to invent some
strategy capable of permeating a staunchly entrenched and well-established
industry like real estate is no more than utopic pipe dream. For all of the great
architectural attempts to affect urban change, Frank Lloyd Wright’s Broadacre for
example, “neither architects nor planners had enough power to redirect the
interests of the real estate industry” (Cuff 2012, 63). The real estate developer is
the primary guard and domesticator, the principal gatekeeper, of the real estate
industry and by extension the architectural domain. Architects, if they are
prescient enough, will push to make inroads into this industry by appropriating
and re-presenting developer strategies and tactics in the field.
Christopher Alexander tried to merge the architect-driven Facilitator Model
with the impetus of the developer by creating a language comprised of
fundamental patterns that humans appear to generate naturally and seemingly
anarchically, without the need for an authoritarian figure to allay fears of
producing formal chaos. In effect, his mission was to construct a bridge between
the public (as potential participants) and the developer (as director of what gets
built, by whom, and where). What he did not account for in his famed Oregon
Experiment, however, was the level of apathy exhibited by the student body with
which he had associated a desire to have more collective agency in the
happenings around the University of Oregon (Ratti 2015, 49). Thus, it is clear
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that a developer does not interact with facilitation impulses but instead operates
with some other impetus.

Delving Into Real Estate Development
The real estate developer and author of How Real Estate Developers
Think (2015), Peter Hendee Brown, reinforces Alexander’s sentiment and
attributes the divide between developers and the relevant community to a lack of
communication and public apathy (Brown 2015, 6). In fact, he goes so far as to
suggest that developments sans community involvement occur because the
community eschews engagement with the developer, thus giving up “whatever
voice they do have in shaping projects in their community” (Brown 2015, 6).
Brown’s conception of the problem shirks too much responsibility on behalf of the
developer and instead focuses blame, albeit perhaps tacitly, on the community
for harboring undue negative stereotypes against developers. His is too much a
reductive approach to the issue and begets rethinking. The problem of agency
can be better viewed when shifted to whether actors in the process have a stake
in the final product. The student body in Alexander’s experiment and public at
large alluded to by Brown certainly ha a stake in what is built, but even when they
are provided a platform and venue for expressing their values and making their
claims, it is generally impossible to have the galvanic effect idealized by the
good-willed activists. Thus, participatory design is more effective rhetorically and
in a marketing sense as opposed to being a savior qua benefactor of relevance
to the profession of architecture. It is therefore a failure in terms of architecture
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pro bono publico because it is bound to create more, not less, tension between
the public and the architectural product.

The Accommodator Model
The Accommodator Model produces shells of edifices intended to
accommodate the sociality and interaction with the built environment sought after
in a way resembling the Facilitator Model. The crucial deviation of the
Accommodator Model is that the conception of architect as Promethean hero is
perhaps an implicit aim—or at the very least unexpected externality—because of
its confluence with the developer tradition. Because public participation is often
difficult to propagate and/or maintain, this distinct model circumvents the task of
procuring social legitimacy from the hands of the public and instead offers its
manna from the singular hand of the architect-developer in a trickle-down
fashion. An exploration of its foremost precedents is necessary to illuminate how
the model operates within the context of pro bono publico.

John Portman: Architect Developer
The first prominent modern architect to become a so-called architect
developer was John Portman. The original of this species hung his metaphorical
shingle in Atlanta, Georgia, in 1953 at the age of twenty-nine (Portman and
Barnett 1976, 21). Of course, many architects throughout history could
necessarily fall within the purview of architect-developer because they adhered to
the master builder notion of the architect’s proper role in society. For example,
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Frank Lloyd Wright often described himself as fulfilling the master builder role, as
well as incorporating his own conception of Robert Wagner’s Gasmtkunstwerk, or
total work of art. The problem with using earlier practices as precedent for
present application is that the current economic and business conditions within
the industry are so dissimilar to any time in the past. Gone are the aristocratic
patrons who so often financed the great works of public architecture that are
lauded in architecture schools across America. Gone are the commissions for
public architecture that have driven the discipline of architecture since its
inception. Entire professions and sub-professions have emerged in the modern
era that did not exist in the past, especially as direct competition to the architect.
Therefore, Mr. Portman is a suitable starting point and his innovative strategies to
realize his architectural visions are worth examining for kernels of insight. Little
scholarship has been devoted to the understanding of what this sort of practice
entails and not many architects have utilized it, much less exploited it to its full
potential.
Jonathan Barnett’s Architect as Developer (1976) is the first
comprehensive account of Portman’s practice and philosophical foundations.
Part biography and part autobiography, the book lays out the storied legacy of
the man who Barnett considers to be a genuine visionary. Their expressed
collective mission was to provide a literary framework with which to construct an
integrated design-development process to solve built and natural environmental
problems (Portman and Barnett 1976, 5). The element of accommodation in
Portman’s architect-developer conviction is reflected by his desire to “anticipate
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the psychological reaction of the building’s ultimate user and plan accordingly”
(Portman and Barnett 1976, 5). He considers himself an adequate and capable
assessor of the collective public psyche and particularly well suited to affect the
public sphere positively because of his conspiring architect and developer skill
sets (Figure 3.2). His model of practice arranges the distinct techniques of these
disciplines as complementary perpetrators of his conception of good urban
design. Such a confluence is possible, Portman imagines, because the artistic
and practical components of real estate development can work synergistically as
opposed to antagonistically as they are sometimes portrayed.
While there appears to be a growing awareness of the successes and
virtues of the business model among practicing architects, they often lack the
time or ambition to move out from beneath the umbrella of common practice. But
other architect-developers like Jonathan Segal and Ed McNamara have
contributed to the cause. Notably, Mr. Segal has created a series of lectures and
information packets with the intention of educating a greater number of architects
on the issues, merits, and difficulties of practicing in this manner. Effectively, he
provides a road map from start to finish, from land acquisition to marketing and
selling the built outcome. Another avenue he is attempting to disrupt with his
coupled approach is the education of future architects. As the discipline so
desperately needs, Segal is integrating the business of architecture, with
particular attention paid to real estate development, in the curricula of
architecture schools across America and the globe. Mr. Segal is consequently
leading this charge at Woodbury University’s School of Architecture with his

21

MSArch RED degree, in combination with the Studio RED Collaborative. If the
profession desires greater autonomy in the construction and design industries, it
should be more proactive in equipping future architects to practice in this way.
Along the way, it should be careful not to rely on idealistic ideas about the
potential ripple effect that a few well-designed, publicly lauded buildings might
exemplify. The business of architecture should be a crucial component of
architectural education and would assist in helping current and future architects
to establish a greater presence and relevance in its domain. It would behoove the
profession to educate future architects in this manner to make it more
competitive and allow it to achieve a greater market share.
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SECTION 4
MOVING FORWARD

Architects are experimenting at a quickening pace with new techniques of
practice and specializing in order to close the demand gap that is causing the
profession to lose relevance. But are any of these new ways working? In the past
few decades, the almost certain trajectory of the typical architecture student
departing academia was to enter into a few years of apprenticeship and then end
up settling with a firm that holds similar ideological views and/or specializes in a
particular building typology or typologies (Figure 4.1). Unfortunately, but not to
fault those who just want to practice and make a living, this path has helped to
bring methodological innovation to a standstill. After the housing bubble burst in
2008, an industry-wide restructuring occurred that resulted in many architects
losing their jobs. Infighting about how best to remedy the issues in the profession
is common as well. For example, in recent years there has been much criticism
about the prominence of so-called ‘starchitects’ and the profession has reacted
with a view toward restraining the perceived renown of these wildly successful
few. How did Frank Gehry, Zaha Hadid, Bjarke Ingels, Norman Foster, I.M. Pei,
et alia become household names to those with limited knowledge of architecture
as a whole? Surely people attribute a great deal of meaning to their architectural
accomplishments and perhaps they are deserving of such acclaim; but most
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architects cannot achieve this level of distinction. Furthermore, the members of
this exclusive globetrotting league “have gathered what appears to be absolute
control, unconditional omniscience, and supreme authority,” even though “their
oeuvre amounts to almost nothing” (Ratti 2015, 21). Nonetheless, every architect
cannot be so fortunate to receive commissions from nations, states, international
organizations, and the like. After all, most of the products designed and portrayed
in architectural magazines by this elite cadre are accomplished in an exclusive
environment wherein the funding of the project is no more than an afterthought.
And “while the cultural idea and self-conception of the architect has enjoyed wild
success…architecture itself has failed both as a business model and as a tool for
beneficial social change” (Ratti 2015, 22). The everyday architect’s appeal to the
general public is thus constrained by the cultural notion of architects that is
imbued with the character of the fantastical.
The expectations of the public have driven the profession further away
from housing and other public provisions, which has resulted in architects
becoming increasingly relegated to specialized endeavors that are separate from
the foundational realm of architecture signified and motivated by the public. In
fact, even for all of its “theories and aspirations,” opines Jonathan Barnett, the
profession of architecture “has had only a marginal influence on our everyday
surroundings, which are formed by the real estate market, operating in a context
of government regulation and public works construction” (Portman and Barnett
1976, 4). All of this is happening at a time when housing needs the attention of
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architects most. Yet, typical and even illustrious architects can often only do what
they are commissioned to do.
On the other side of things, the public has few, if any, viable and
affordable options in urban areas so many people opt for suburban areas with
less expensive alternatives but even less chances of having been affected by an
architect. Many of these developments are ubiquitous to contractor-developer
schemas and they are generally poorly designed and detrimental to the tenants
in a variety of ways. As evidenced by Barnett’s prescient lamentation over four
decades ago, “in these days of corporate decision making, fewer and fewer
individuals have the power or the inclination to be patrons of architecture,” by
which he means buildings imbued with the surplus of architecture as its
leveraging quality (Portman and Barnett 1976, 4). It is somewhat ironic and yet
terrifying that Barnett’s assessment is a truism today more than ever.
Additionally, increasing specialization within the field of architecture has left
potential clients wondering where to turn when they desire something other than
luxurious institutional and corporate architecture.

Specialization
To stay afloat during the recession following 2008, many architects—as
well as spokespeople of various other professions—argued and continue to
argue for greater specialization within the profession. This stems, most likely,
from a flawed view of economics and a misunderstanding of value creation, if not
a misunderstanding of the a priori role of the architect altogether. Additionally, it
emerges from sophomoric attempts to domesticate the “recession through case25

by-case studies of [its] impact” on the profession, as opposed to situating it in its
proper systemic context (Kunze 2013, 3). But it is also a mischaracterization of
risk and liability in the practice of architecture. In an effort to minimize risk and
leverage liability through architectural practice, the profession has conceded its
scope of influence in the greater AEC industry. Over time, the architect’s
leadership position in the pursuit of projects has waned, along with the relevancy
of and need for architects to have any interaction in the process at all. The nexus
point where the architect formerly inserted herself has also changed, relegating
her status to that of a glorified decorator with a professional degree—far from the
distinctive expert knowledge and design thinking accumulated during schooling.
Paul Segal, architect and author of Professional Practice: A Guide for
Turning Designs into Buildings (2006), discloses both pessimistic predictions
about and fairly optimistic prognostications for the future of architecture. For
example, one forecast is that “Architects may be marginalized by becoming more
and more irrelevant as a result of making high design into an art form that is very
expensive to build and suitable only for rare projects for wealthy and extravagant
clients” (Segal 2006, 279). The marginalization of the profession is not a distant
possibility, though, as Segal would have us believe, and instead an existing and
growing problem; especially after the 2008 recession that Segal did not anticipate
in his remarks. For architects, the “trend over the past half-century has been
away from independence and toward more architects working in fewer, larger
firms and public agencies” (Brown 2015, 95). Various models of practice within
the domain are attempting to counter or even utilize this as leverage but none
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seem to be gaining a great deal of attention or implementation. Another
pessimistic possibility is that “Architects may [emphasis mine] become a
commodity, viewed as providing the same services and distinguished only by
who costs less” (Segal 2006, 280). It is unclear why Segal believes that
commoditization is a distant threat instead of an existent reality. If the decreasing
influence and professional relevance of architecture is any indication, it would
seem that architects and their design products are already commodities,
especially when factoring in the presence and action of architecture in the
economy as a whole. Because of specialization and a profession-wide
consolidation, commoditization will only increase in the coming years (Brown
2015, 95).
Mr. Segal contends that architects should lead the charge in reinventing
the whole construction industry. His reasoning is that the construction industry is
essentially stagnate and outmoded compared to other segments of the economy
that have overhauled their ways and means of doing business (Segal 2006, 283).
He argues that a change in the construction industry must stem from academia
through a combined effort of formerly assumed to be distinct disciplines including
“architecture, engineering, business, law, economics, and politics” (Segal 2008,
283). Segal’s approach proves questionable as a solution because of a few
unconsidered factors. For one, the way in which the professional education
teaches and views the history and past theories of architecture ostensibly
engenders a collective bias about the role of theory in the practice of
architecture. Perhaps the shift is best understood in view of architectural
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education’s institutionalization over the past century. Modern Architecture and
the emergence of new schools as incubators for theories has resulted in a
misplaced privileging of theory over practice, when it is practice that produces
theoretical investigations into the qualitative and quantitative understanding of
architecture’s place in the greater economic and societal contexts. To better
understand this argument, consider that architects could do a better job of
quantifying and presenting the economic, sociological, and psychological benefits
of quality design. Architects cannot continue to console themselves by believing
“that a few special buildings can set a good example and raise the level of other
buildings” (Portman and Barnett 1976, 7). Through an amalgamation of the
qualitative and the quantitative, it might become easier to persuade clients and
the public to consider greater up-front expenditures in view of the long-term
benefits to tenants, residents, and the surrounding public.

Consolidation
Another issue facing the profession of architecture is the corporatization of
its practice by means of consolidation. There are now many national and
international firms with over one thousand employees and exorbitant annual
incomes gained primarily from the large corporations and institutions with whom
they conduct business. Several problems emerge from this trend, not the least of
which is the further commoditization of the architectural practice and growing
tendency to provide homogeneous products replete with a signifying brand. The
consumer-client is thus provided services in a Thesean Labyrinth, wherein clients
are offered the illusion of choice along a single, meandering pathway. More often
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than not, these clients are private corporations, affluent individuals, or private
developers. And the mega-firms can operate unhampered around the world and
for twenty-four hours a day with efficiency, empowered by the Internet and
increasingly efficacious Building Information Modeling (BIM) software. As a
consequence, the general public is denied access to the dialogue of what gets
built, who builds it, and where it is situated—no matter if it is in direct opposition
to the public sphere.
Consolidation of the practice can have a more sinister effect, too. In the
same way the monopolization of corporations can crowd out potential
competitors and their ideas, a monopolized profession can create an
authoritarian regime over discourse within the discipline. Having a monopoly over
what is built and the resources needed to produce additions to the built
environment constructs barriers to entry too great for the array of small to midsized architecture firms who would like to be—and sometimes are—crucial to the
design of localities and regions across the country. Moreover, the geographic
distribution occurring from the hivemind of existing and future consolidated firms
will create unfavorable conditions for the profession’s continued longevity in its
current or even idealized form. It is essentially a singular method of branding and
increasing visibility of that brand, regardless of whether the fledgling architects
are abounding with unique visions for how to bring architecture to the masses.
The mega-firms exacerbating this problem are breeding a monopoly in major
national and international metropolitan areas and increasingly so in smaller scale
but rapidly ripening cities. The barriers to entry for small and eventually mid-sized
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firms will be too great to overcome. Smart mid-sized firms, like
Eskew+Dumez+Ripple, are already contemplating and pursuing a greater scope
outside of their local and regional approach to a national scale of influence—
which may necessitate additional offices in distant key market areas.

Branding
Another issue arises when considering the aesthetic qualities of the
architecture produced by consolidated mega-practices. Katherine Morris, in her
2007 Master’s Thesis in Sociology at the University of Tennessee Knoxville
provides a helpful illustration of this problem. She states that, “as corporations
consolidate resources, newspapers around the country begin to look more and
more alike” (Morris 2007, 96). This statement can be reformulated in order to
bring to bear a central issue of professional consolidation within architecture: as
architecture consolidates itself into denser, national and multi-national
corporations, its productions around the country and globe will begin to look more
and more alike. This is perhaps a consequence of branding as a catalyst of
consumption more than anything. A corporation often brands itself by way of
commoditizing its products as a way to notify the consumer of its unique
offerings. For example, the mega-firm, Skidmore Owings & Merrill (SOM), is quite
vocal about imbuing all of its productions with its coveted SOM aesthetic or
flavor. Donald Kunze, editor of Architecture Post Mortem (2013), depicts the
argument aptly when he likens the method by which architects now define and
sell their brand to the way “car manufacturers struggle to keep BMWs from
looking like Fords” (Kunze 2013, 1). The general form and function of the
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product, car or building, is often similar and without major programmatic
differences; the principal differences are thus suggested by the concocted
narrative of the particular producer, whether architect or car manufacturer.
Architects may like to think of themselves as fabricators, but likely not with
the same connotation that they must now confront. Imagine for a moment if the
inundation of car commercials on every television channel were in fact
commercials marketing the architectural products of specific architect’s or firm’s
brands; the couch-ridden consumer-client may, for example, desire the product
of Frank Gehry, or more specifically they want the “agalma that defines [Gehry’s]
oeuvre” (Kunze 2013, 1). Architects, including the American Institute of
Architects, romanticize the practice as a service industry in which they market
their services to clients in exchange for fees. At one time, this mode of thinking
may have leveraged the profession’s strategic ideal, but it is hardly a reality and
one that is increasingly inapplicable to our current station within late capitalism
and globalization. It is not entirely the fault of architects, however, who are much
of the time naively responding to burgeoning demands of their clients for
identifiable styles that epitomize the architect’s “super-artist personality as a
continuous and tradable commodity” (Kunze 2013, 1). A casual overview of the
top-rated shows on networks like HGTV and its subsidiaries might reveal the
preponderance of identifiable styles to which great swaths of the imbibing culture
look for inspiration in their next home improvement projects. At what point does it
all become cliché?
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SECTION 5
INTEGRATING PRO BONO PUBLICO INTO PRACTICE

New and innovative models of practice within the architecture profession
must be developed and tested based on historical practices and future business
models. There is no longer room for pontificating about the practice of
architecture through the lens of Ayn Rand’s Howard Roark. Within the field there
is a small—but hopefully growing—subset of practicing architects who are
pushing the boundaries of what it means and how it looks to practice
architecture. Instead of grappling with the complex issues faced by additions to
the built environment and considerations of the general public, some of these
architects or firms concentrate on fickle installation architecture to the delight of
the contemporary avant-garde. Conversely, other larger firms situate their
practice in the context of the corporatist economic framework that naturally
produces the most commissions. From a monetary standpoint, this practice is
hard to critique, as it is surely paying the bills. It is also possible that the
contemporary age dictates this approach in the face of its frenzied media cycle
and fast-paced meme culture. Whatever the case, this response is not enough.
An entire profession cannot subsist on the scraps of a hyper-consumerist society.
The architect who wishes to escape the grips of mediocrity must forge a new
route that is erudite and modernized, one that is equipped to traverse current and
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future economic conditions. Moreover, s/he must present a fundamentally
relevant and assertive conception of architectural practice that aims to reclaim
lost portions of its historical domain. Architecture needs to escape the grips of
domain dependence and embrace what Ali Madanipour calls “dynamic
multiplicity” (Madanipour 2011, 40).

Duvall Decker: Case Study in Architecture Pro Bono Publico
One such firm embracing this among many other principles is the
Jackson, Mississippi firm, Duvall Decker. Along with a rigorous and well-defined
design philosophy that is composed neatly on their website and so far consists of
forty-seven philosophical “Foundations,” they have created a single business
model with three distinct portions. Part design, part development, and part
management, they have successfully implemented a fully streamlined design,
development, and oversight model of practice; or what the founding members,
Roy and Anne Marie Decker, intimately refer to as an “expanded practice.” In
particular, the third aspect exemplifies the complementary notion of pro bono
publico in that their contributions to the built environment fall under the aegis of
their practice. More still, foundations five and eight speak to the thrust of the
integration of architectural and real estate development practice, tempered by the
imperative of pro bono publico. These principles of practice outline part of the
mission of Duvall Decker: constantly striving to refine and further develop their
practice given new information. Whether in response to circumstantial changes in
terms of climatic and cultural conditions or otherwise, it is entirely plausible that
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this crux of their philosophy would allow for and likely encourage a restructuring
of the business model to better reflect the economic system in which it operates.
In general, it is impressive that they have taken the time to make a stance,
to build a philosophical foundation upon which and through which their ideas can
take form. A level of consistency is thus developed as concepts are reified
through built form and quality design. Moreover, the clarity of their convictions
occurs by virtue of their practiced intent and is evidenced in their designs.
Principle forty-four asks why architects limit their interactions to only a small
portion of the life of a building. When architects’ training and design intent
engender a holistic network of variables that are applied and considered from
conception to completion, it is a wonder why architects are not lobbying for
continued interaction with the completed building. Much in the way the
Accommodator Model desires to produce edifices as high art that titillates the
preferences of the public, architects are often still designing from the Promethean
heroic standpoint and do not consider it necessary to have an extended rule in
the post-occupancy stage in the life of a building. Just as an artist probably does
not consider it necessary to foster a continued relationship with her oeuvre after it
is sold, architects exhibit the same attitude toward the physical buildings they
design. An enduring relationship with designed edifice would effectively educated
the architects to a far greater extent about her design and realize the
commitment to the inhabitants and public at large.
Duvall Decker’s principle forty-six relates most specifically to the notion of
pro bono publico and encapsulates a working relationship between the ideas of
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real estate and architecture. Whereas a typical developer schema involves
leveraging of the bottom line, they employ the strategy of a triple bottom line that
cultivates not just financial capital but sociocultural and environmental capital as
well.
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SECTION 6
SYNTHETIC CONCLUSION

A sense of historicism is essentially implicit in these defining visions
through the precise area from which current trends are drawing inspiration is
quite unclear. It seems that this sort of nostalgic development is becoming
increasingly common along with the cultural shift toward “local” and “historic.”
Quotation marks are necessary around these buzzwords because they do not
exactly reference their denotations. More often than not, they are tossed around
in a manner that suggests greater marketability instead of greater community—
often facets of value-free development projects. Put simply, the words in and of
themselves are tools of commoditization, meant to spur a positive response by
the consumer. It is certainly dismaying that many of the same people who are
enamored of their local artifacts do not understand how these titles are being
used to influence them deceptively.
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Figure 2.1. Two Percent of the Global Construction Market

Figure 2.2. Domain Dependence Exhibited by the Architectural Profession
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Figure 2.3. The Promethean Landscape (Aerial View over Knoxville)

Figure 3.1. The Facilitator Model – Alejandro Aravena
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Figure 3.2. The Accommodator Model – John Portman

Figure 4.1. Trojan Virus Infiltration
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